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introduction 


The use of the terms “‘confederation,” “unitary 
system” and “federation” causes a great deal of 
confusion, as the meaning of these words is not 
always very clearly understood. The following 
descriptions are intended to throw more light on the 
ways in which these different systems of government 
function. 


i. Confederations 


A confederation is a union of sovereign coun- 
tries, which retain their powers but join forces 
to act either together or in a co-ordinated manner in 
certain areas. The degree of co-ordination or joint 
action may be extensive or limited, and the fields cov- 
ered by the union may vary in number and in im- 
portance. In a confederation there are not two 
orders of government as is the case for federations: 
there are only the individual governments of the 
participating member countries. It is the governments 
of the member countries that develop and then apply 
joint decisions. The member countries of a con- 
federation set up institutions to make these joint 
decisions and co-ordinate activities in the sectors 
covered by the union. 

The individuals who take part in the work of 
these common institutions are delegated by the gov- 
ernments of the member countries. The jurisdictions 
of these common bodies are defined in the found- 
ing agreement or treaty of the confederation. 

Confederations that have existed in the past have 
been either very short-lived, lasting only a few years, 
Or very artificial, having in fact accomplished very 
little in the way of co-ordinated, concerted action. In 
general, if they are not simply dissolved, confed- 
erations soon become federations, as in the case of 
the United States after 1781-1787, and Germany 
and Switzerland in the 19th century. 


In the modern world, the unions of countries that 
most closely resemble confederations are interna- 
tional organizations, such as the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization, or communities, like the European 
Economic Community. There are currently no true 
confederations in the world, although certain 
groupings of countries can be described as being 
of the ‘“‘confederate type.”’ 

Present-day countries are either federations, uni- 
tary systems or something mid-way between the two. 


li. Unitary systems 


A unitary system is one that has only one govern- 
ment. A country that adopts a unitary system may 
nevertheless set up decentralized institutions such as 
municipal administrations. France, Italy and the 
United Kingdom are examples of countries with 
unitary systems of government. 


lll. Federations 


In a federation, there are two orders of gov- 
ernment, each enjoying sovereignty in limited but 
complementary groups of sectors. Citizens of a 
federation deal with both orders of government: in 
the case of some issues, they deal with the gov- 
ernment common to the whole territory (commonly 


called the federal or national government, depend- 
ing on the language and the country) and in other 
matters they turn to the regional or provincial govern- 
ment (that of the member state, called a state, 
province, canton, region, etc.). What characterizes 

a federation, then, is that two sovereign govern- 
ments with complementary jurisdictions co-exist in 

a given area. 


iV. Advantages and 
disadvantages of the 
different systems 


Unitary systems 

The simplicity of a unitary system is one of its 
advantages: there is only one governmentor authority 
responsible for the making and adoption of poli- 
cies in the interest of the population of a country. With 
this system, there is no confusion as to which gov- 
ernment collects taxes and develops and administers 
programs to respond to citizens’ needs. 

However, the unitary system generally is not the 
best equipped to respond to the needs of a popu- 
lation distributed over a large territory, as the people 
tend to feel that the government is remote and 
inflexible. Furthermore, such a regime scarcely allows 
for the expression of Soe and ethnic charac- 
teristics. 


Confederations 

The main drawback of confederations is their 
inability to reconcile the divergent interests of 
the various member countries. Joint action is taken 
only when there is unanimous agreement among 
the member countries or, in other words, when the 
interests of each more or less coincide with those 
of the others. Therefore, it is hardly likely that a con- 
federation would ever adopt a policy for equalizing 
fiscal resources among the member countries in the 
form of either transfer payments among govern- 
ments or allowances to individuals. Such an equal- 
ization policy, although it brings considerable 
benefits to all in the long term, would certainly be 
rejected by the richest countries of the confed- 
eration and the institutions of the confederation, 
lacking the necessary power or authority, could 
not force a compromise on the parties. 

Furthermore, since a confederation’s institutions 
have little power or authority, they do not create a 
feeling of solidarity among citizens of member coun- 
tries living in different regions. The people of each 
member country give allegiance to their government 
alone and lose sight of the interests that they may 
have in common with the populations of the other 
countries. Consequently, priority is given to regional 
interests and policies producing immediate results, 
rather than to more universal values and long-term 
results. 

In a confederation, common options are not 
given the same weight as special interests. In the 


end, rivalries, jealousies, disagreements and in- 
soluble disputes render the confederation powerless. 
It no longer serves the purposes of the association, 
and is either dissolved or transformed. 

The most notable confederations, those of the 
United States (1781-1787), Germany (1815-1866) and 
Switzerland (1815-1874) were reorganized as fed- 
erations when their members realized that a federal 
structure would further the common objectives that 
could not be attained through a confederation. 

Those countries did not choose to transform 
their political structures into unitary systems, 
because such systems make it difficult to respond 
adequately to the special needs of very diverse 
regions or of communities with distinct languages, 
religions or cultures. 

In the case of the United States, Switzerland, 
Germany and many other countries containing very 
different regions or distinct communities or soci- 
eties, a federation was the political organization 
considered best suited to the objectives of com- 
mon action in certain fields and respect for the diver- 
sity of interests in others. 


Federations 

For groups of people all over the world, a federal 
form of government has been shown to have many 
advantages over both a confederate system, and over 
a unitary system. 

In a federation it is possible to achieve compro- 
mises with respect to common objectives despite 


the special interests of certain groups, which must 
then be compensated, and, at the same time, to 
realize the particular objectives of the regions, which 
may differ radically from one to another. The struc- 
ture consisting of two orders of government ensures 
both the preservation of regional identities and 
community loyalties and the development of solidari- 
ties that go beyond regional boundaries and cultural 
differences. The bonds thus achieved are obviously 
important for world peace and the progress of 
mankind. 

One of the advantages of a federal system for 
each member state or province is that the central 
government can absorb the costs of adapting to new 
situations created by technological innovations 
and changing world markets. In a federation it is pos- 
sible to carry out extremely flexible programs of 
government action in economic and even social sec- 
tors. These projects would be unthinkable ina 
unitary system or confederation. 

Canada is an excellent case in point. In spite of 
the difficulties that Canadians have haa to face, the 
governments of the Canadian Federation have suc- 
ceeded in developing the huge territory of the 
second largest country in the world. In the 19th cen- 
tury, while the Government of Canada was extend- 
ing the railway network and implementing the com- 
mercial policies needed for development, the 
governments of the provinces were accomplishing 
the basic organization of the populations and mu- 
nicipalities of their respective territories. Later on, in 


the first half of the 20th century, the provincial gov- 
ernments were busy with ambitious projects to ex- 
pand the highway and electrical energy distribution 
networks in their provinces and were also pursuing 

a number of economic, social and cultural pro- 
grams adapted to their populations’ needs. Mean- 
while, the Government of Canada began establishing 
telecommunications and air transport networks 

for the whole country, consolidating the achievements 
of earlier development and setting up the first pro- 
grams of transfer payments to provincial governments 
and to individuals. Through the latter, the federal 
government laid the foundations of an “‘equalization”’ 
policy that was to produce positive results that would 
be the envy of many nations. 

During the last quarter of a century, increas- 
ingly complex problems, an accelerating rate of 
change, and the very magnitude of these difficulties 
made it necessary for Canadians and their gov- 
ernments to search for new solutions appropriate to 
the conditions of the time. The fact that Canada 
was a Federation made this process much easier. 
Expansion continued, the economy adjusted to 
the requirements of world markets and to the new 
demands of Canadians themselves; the inequal- 
ities Canadians wanted to fight have been reduced, 
and the peace and freedom that Canadians wished 
to safeguard were preserved. 

Could this have been done if Canada had 
adopted a unitary system with only one government? 


Could this have been done if Canada had been 
a confederation of separate countries, with no central 
government? 

The answer is indisputably ‘‘no.’’ And most 
Canadians, in all regions, would unquestionably be 
less well off today, from an economic, social and 
cultural point of view. 

No political system is capable of eliminating all 
tension among its components. Some systems, 
however, are better suited than others to the situa- 
tion and concerns of the people in a given area of 
the world. 

For almost all Canadians, there is no doubt that 
the federal form of government is the best suited 
to the situation and concerns of the people in that 
part of the world called Canada. The geography 
of this country, the distances separating its inhabited 
regions, the dependence of the economy on the 
land’s natural resources and on international mar- 
Kets, the cultural and linguistic differences char- 
acterizing the various peoples — all these factors 
and many others preclude any possibility of a 
unitary system working for Canada. And the option 
of a confederation with no central government 
also runs contrary to the imperatives of maximum 
economic development and greater equalization 
of standards of living from one end of the country to 
another. Furthermore, the different regions of the 
country need the assistance of a central government 
to take actions against the consequences of fluc- 
tuations in world prices for exported products such 


as copper, asbestos, paper, iron, wheat, beef, 
aluminum, oil, natural gas and so on. 
Canada’s influence in the world, and the effec- 
tive co-ordinating role of the federal government 
are advantageous for producers and consumers, who 
are principally interested in the Canadian domestic 
market. They are also advantageous in the negotia- 
tion of trade agreements with foreign countries or 
in the setting and protecting of boundaries, especially 
in the north, where the resources have not yet been 
exploited, and off the coasts, where mineral riches 
offer as promising a future as the fisheries industry. 
As can be seen, the Canadian Federation con- 
tinues to promote a harmonious balance between the 
interests of all Canadians and the special interests 
of each province. The choice of federalism has en- 
abled Canadians to enjoy provincial autonomy 
and to benefit from stability and sharing. All regions 
and all citizens of the Federation can rely on the 
strength of the whole Canadian nation in attaining 
their full potential. 
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Conclusion 


A confederation sacrifices the interests of the 
whole to those of the member countries. A unitary 
system sacrifices the special interests of its regions 
to the interests of the whole. The federation is the 
political system that enables its citizens to participate 
to the greatest extent in the administration of 
public affairs. It is the happy medium between the 
extremes of centralization (unitary system) and 
decentralization (confederation). 

Thanks to countless arrangements, compro- 
mises and exchanges of opinion among govern- 
ments, Canadian federalism has given the residents 
of all provinces high-quality government services. 

It has helped reduce disparities among provinces, 
regions and citizens. Regardless of what its most 
outspoken detractors say, the federal form of govern- 
ment is the only one that can guarantee Canadians 
the advantages of belonging to a large country and at 
the same time promote the attainment of their pro- 
vincial and regional aspirations. 
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This text does not necessarily represent the 
official position of the Government of Canada 
but seeks to contribute to the dialogue on this 
subject. 
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